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About the Alliance for Excellent Education

The mission of the Alliance for Excellent Education is to promote high 
school transformation to make it possible for every child to graduate 
prepared for postsecondary learning and success in life.

The Alliance for Excellent Education is a national policy and advocacy 
organization, based in Washington, DC, working to improve national 
and federal policy so that all students can achieve at high academic levels 
and graduate high school ready for college, careers, and citizenship in the 
twenty-first century.

The Alliance has developed a “Framework for Action to Improve Secondary 
Schools” that informs a set of federal policy recommendations based on the 
growing consensus of researchers, practitioners, and advocates about the 
challenges and solutions for improving secondary student learning.

The framework, shown graphically here, encompasses seven policy areas 
that represent key leverage points in ensuring a comprehensive, systematic 
approach to improving secondary education. The framework also captures 

three guiding 
principles that apply 
to all of the policy 
areas. Although the 
appropriate federal 
role varies from one 
issue area to another, 
they are all critically 
important to reducing 
dropouts and 
increasing college and 
career readiness.
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Formative Assessment and 
Assessment for Learning

Jan Chappuis, Stephen Chappuis, and Richard Stiggins
ETS Assessment Training Institute

 A s our nation seeks to improve learning for all students, there is 
increased demand for assessment information to use in data-driven 
decisionmaking at all levels of the education system—state, district, 

and classroom. Educators and policymakers are now called upon to establish 
balanced assessment systems designed to meet the information needs at each 
level. Such a system includes annual assessments designed to allow schools, 
school systems, and communities to judge the impact of the educational 
experiences on student learning, for accountability and other purposes. It 
includes interim assessments used across classrooms to identify standards that 
students are struggling to master and to provide a focus for instructional and 
program improvement. And it includes classroom assessments designed both 
to support student learning and to measure their achievement. Within this 
balanced assessment system are classroom assessment practices that inform 
daily instruction, known as formative assessment, whose purpose is to provide 
the detailed achievement information that teachers and students can act on 
every day to improve learning. 

3CHAPTER
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In 1998, British researchers Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam published a 
comprehensive review of research on formative assessment practices, in 
which they concluded, “Innovations that include strengthening the  
practice of formative assessment produce significant and often substantial 
learning gains.”1 Their review examined studies that collectively 
encompassed kindergartners to college students; represented a range of 
subject areas including reading, writing, social studies, mathematics, 
and science; and were conducted in numerous countries throughout the 
world, including the United States. The gains reported in the studies they 
describe are among the largest found for any educational intervention: the 
achievement gains realized by students whose teachers relied on formative 
assessment practices ranged from 15 to 25 percentile points, or two to four 
grade equivalents, on commonly used standardized achievement test score 
scales. In broader terms, this kind of score gain, if applied to performance 
on international assessments, would move the United States’s rank from 
the middle of the pack of the forty-two nations tested to the top five. 
An additional outcome common among the studies they analyzed is that 
certain formative assessment practices greatly increased the achievement of 
low-performing students, in some cases to the point of approaching that of 
high-achieving students.

Black and Wiliam’s report in large part triggered the current widespread 
interest in formative assessment: over the last ten years educators and 
policymakers alike have become aware of the need to support its use. But 
along with increased awareness has come increased confusion about what 
“counts” as formative assessment and how to develop educators’ capacity to 
use assessment formatively. This chapter will describe the characteristics of 
formative assessment, with a particular focus on those formative assessment 
practices that engage and empower students in their own learning, or 
assessments for learning. It will also describe challenges related to the effective 
use of formative assessment and recommended actions for policymakers. 

Confusion about the Meaning of “Formative Assessment”

Recently a school leader asked an assessment expert for an example of a 
good test item on a formative assessment and then for an example of how 
that item might look when used on a summative test. He wanted to explain 
to his staff the difference between formative and summative assessment. 
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His end goal was for teachers to develop assessments to measure how well 
students were mastering the content standards on the state accountability 
test before the test was given in the spring. But he knew that formative 
assessment had been shown to improve achievement, so he wanted to make 
sure they were using formative items.

His question reflects the uncertainty with which many educators, school 
leaders, and policymakers approach formative assessment. It isn’t surprising: 
the assessment landscape is broad and populated with multiple, sometimes 
conflicting definitions of formative assessment. As a result, practices labeled 
as formative assessment in schools today vary widely.

What is formative assessment?

It is helpful to begin with an understanding of what is and what isn’t 
formative assessment. For many experts in the field, formative assessment is 
not an instrument or an event, but a collection of practices with a common 
feature: they all lead to some action that improves learning. Well-known 
educational researchers emphasize this point when they describe what is at 
the heart of formative assessment:

	 •	� “Formative assessment, therefore, is essentially feedback … both to 
the teachers and to the pupil about present understanding and skill 
development in order to determine the way forward.”2

	
	 •	� “[Formative assessment] refers to assessment that is specifically 

intended to provide feedback on performance to improve and 
accelerate learning.”3

	 •	� “Formative assessment is defined as assessment carried out during 
the instructional process for the purpose of improving teaching or 
learning …What makes formative assessment formative is that it is 
immediately used to make adjustments so as to form new learning.”4

The Council of Chief State School Officers, as part of its advocacy for 
formative assessment, has developed the following definition: “Formative 
assessment is a process used by teachers and students during instruction 
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that provides feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve 
students’ achievement of intended instructional outcomes.”5

The common thread woven throughout formative assessment research, 
articles, definitions, and books bears repeating: it is not the instrument that 
is formative; it is the use of the information gathered, by whatever means, to 
adjust teaching and learning, that merits the “formative” label.

At the classroom level, teachers assess formally through tests, quizzes, 
assignments, performances, projects, and surveys, or informally through 
questioning and dialogue, observing, and anecdotal note taking. In any of 
these instances, they may or may not be engaged in formative assessment: 
the determining factor is not the type of assessment they use, but rather how 
they and their students use the information.

What is summative assessment?

When the information from an assessment is used solely to make a 
judgment about the level of competence or achievement, it is a summative 
assessment. In the classroom, an assessment is summative when it is given 
to determine how much students have learned at a particular point in 
time, for the purpose of communicating achievement status to others. The 
communication usually takes the form of a symbol, a letter grade, a number, 
or a comparison to a standard such as “meets the standard” or “proficient” 
that is reported to students and eventually to parents. 

At the program level, an assessment is summative when results are used to 
make judgments such as determining how many students are and are not 
meeting standards in a certain subject, or to evaluate the effectiveness of a 
particular curriculum or instructional model. The data may be reported to 
educators within the system, the school board, and the community.

Summative assessments aren’t bad or wrong; they’re just not formative. They 
have a different purpose: to report out level of achievement. Mislabeling 
them as formative, or using summative assessment information in formative 
ways, will not generate the achievement gains realized in formative 
assessment research studies.
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The growing field of “formative assessment”

Not surprisingly, a plethora of programs and products described as 
“formative” assessment has surfaced, due in part to the achievement gains 
and gap-closing powers reported by Black and Wiliam and other researchers. 

One cause of growth in this segment of the assessment field is an indirect 
result of implementation of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation 
of 2001. Recent years have seen a dramatic increase in quantity and 
frequency of student testing—much of it voluntary and well beyond the 
requirements of federal law or state assessment systems. For example, many 
schools and districts administer benchmark, short-cycle, or interim assessments 
to predict student performance on high-stakes tests, to identify students 
needing additional help, and to isolate those standards students struggle 
with most. This use of testing has contributed to the widening scope of 
what is loosely called formative assessment.

Additionally, testing companies in the K–12 education market, seeking to 
support and profit from the trend toward more testing, sometimes advertise 
products as “formative assessments.” As a result, the adjective formative 
now appears in the titles of many commercially prepared tests and item 
banks. This adds to the confusion by implying that it is the test itself that 
is formative.6 In reality, these off-the-shelf assessments may be little more 
than a series of mini summative tests, not always tightly aligned to what was 
taught in the classroom. 

These developments in the assessment field have implications for those 
seeking to support formative assessment practices. Are all of the tests and 
practices labeled as “formative” truly formative? Most importantly, what 
is it about formative that gives it its power? What led to the gains these 
researchers uncovered? 

Importance of Assessment Purpose: The Use of Results

Almost any assessment instrument or event can be used for summative or 
formative purposes. But some assessments are by design better suited to 
summative use and others to formative use. For example, state assessments, 
although they may have some limited formative use, are constructed to 
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provide accountability data and to compare schools and districts. Because 
their primary purpose is summative, by design the results often do not 
communicate in detail about individual student strengths and weaknesses. 
Further, the results are often delivered months after the administration 
of the tests. Therefore, such state tests usually do not function well in a 
formative way: they are of limited use diagnostically because they cannot 
contribute meaningfully to guide day-to-day instruction or help determine 
the next learning steps of the individual students who generated the data.

Benchmark assessments, either purchased by the district from commercial 
vendors or developed locally, are generally meant to measure progress 
toward state or district content standards and to predict future performance 
on large-scale summative tests. Such assessments are sometimes intended for 
formative use, to guide further instruction for groups or individual students, 
but teachers’ and administrators’ lack of understanding of how to use the 
results can derail this intention. The assessments will produce no formative 
benefits if teachers administer them, report the results, and then continue 
with instruction as previously planned—as can easily happen when teachers 
are expected to cover a hefty amount of content in a given time.

Teachers also select or develop their own summative assessments—those 
that count for a grade. Compared with state and district tests, these 
classroom assessments can more readily be adapted to formative use because 
their results are more immediately available and their learning targets have 
been more recently taught. When teachers know what specific learning 
target each question or task on their test measures, they can use the results 
to select and reteach portions of the curriculum that students haven’t yet 
mastered. Carefully designed common assessments can be used this way  
as well. 

Students, too, can use summative test results to make decisions about 
further study. If the assessment items are explicitly matched to the intended 
learning targets, teachers can guide students in examining their right and 
wrong responses to answer questions such as these:

	 •	 What are my strengths relative to the standards?
	 •	 What have I seen myself improve or get better at?
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	 •	� Where didn’t I perform as desired, and how might I make those 
answers better?

	 •	� What do these results mean for the next steps in my learning, and 
how should I prepare for that improvement?

For students to make maximum use of these questions to guide further 
study, however, teachers must plan and allow time for students to learn the 
knowledge and skills they missed on the summative assessment and then to 
retake it. Lack of time for such learning is a big hindrance to formative use 
of summative classroom assessments.

Necessary conditions

The examples cited above began with summative purposes in mind. And 
the achievement gains credited to formative assessment practices will not 
materialize unless certain conditions are met—and at least some of these 
conditions are often not met by assessments whose primary purpose is 
summative. The conditions are as follows:

	 1.	� The assessment instrument or event is designed so that it aligns 
directly with the content standards to be learned.

	 2.	� All of the instrument or event’s items or tasks match what has been 
or will be taught.

	 3.	� The instrument or event provides information of sufficient detail 
to pinpoint specific problems, such as misunderstandings, so that 
teachers and students can make good decisions about what actions 
to take.

	 4.	� The results are available in time for educators to take action with 
the students who generated them.

	 5.	Teachers and students do indeed take action based on the results.

If one or more of these conditions is not fulfilled, it is at best an incomplete 
attempt at formative assessment, with diminishing returns the farther one 
strays from the conditions. Assessment does not accomplish a formative 
purpose when “the information is simply recorded, passed on to a third 
party who lacks either the knowledge or the power to change the outcome, 
or is too deeply coded (for example, as a summary grade given by the 
teacher) to lead to appropriate action.”7 
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Figure 1: Formative or Summative?

Type of 
assessment

What is the 
purpose?

Who will 
use the 

information?

How will it be 
used?

Is the use 
formative or 
summative?

State test

Measure level 
of achievement 

on state 
content 

standards

State Determine AYP Summative

District, 
teacher teams

Determine 
program 

effectiveness
Summative

Identify 
percentage 
of students 

meeting 
performance 
standards on 
state content 

standards

State
Comparison 
of school/
districts

Summative

District, 
teacher teams

Develop 
programs/

interventions 
for groups or 
individuals

Formative

District 
benchmark, 
interim, or 
common 

assessment

Measure level 
of achievement 

toward state 
content 

standards

District, 
teacher teams

Determine 
program 

effectiveness
Summative

District, 
teacher teams

Identify 
program needs

Formative

Identify 
students 
needing 

additional help

District, 
teacher teams, 

teachers

Plan 
interventions 
for groups or 
individuals

Formative

Classroom 
assessment

Measure level 
of achievement 

on learning 
targets taught

Teachers
Determine 
report card 

grade
Summative

Diagnose 
student 

strengths and 
areas needing 

reteaching

Teacher teams, 
teachers

Revise 
teaching plans 
for next year/

semester

Formative

Plan further 
instruction/
differentiate 

instruction for 
these students

Formative: 
Assessment 
for Learning

Teachers, 
students

Provide 
feedback to 

students

Formative: 
Assessment 
for Learning

Understand 
strengths and 
areas needing 

work

Students

Self-assess, 
set goals for 

further study/
work

Formative: 
Assessment 
for Learning

Program = curriculum, texts/resources, and pedagogy  
Source: Adapted with permission from J. Chappuis, Seven Strategies of Assessment for Learning 
(Portland, OR: ETS Assessment Training Institute, 2009), p. 8.
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The table in Figure 1 lists the types of assessments typically present in 
school systems in the United States, describes their intended uses, and 
identifies the uses as formative or summative.

What Gives Formative Assessment Its Power?

The studies Black and Wiliam8 examined represent a diverse array of 
interventions, all of which featured some formative use of assessment data 
or processes. Practices yielding the largest achievement gains displayed the 
following characteristics:

	 •	 �use of classroom discussions, classroom tasks, and homework to 
determine the current state of student learning/understanding, with 
action taken to improve learning/correct misunderstandings;

	 •	 �provision of descriptive feedback, with guidance on how to 
improve, during the learning; and

	 •	 development of student self- and peer-assessment skills.

Drawing from their analysis of these studies, Black and Wiliam9 make the 
following recommendations about key components of formative assessment:

	 •	� “Opportunities for students to express their understandings should 
be designed into any piece of teaching, for this will initiate the 
interaction through which formative assessment aids learning.”

	 •	� “The dialogue between pupils and teachers should be thoughtful, 
reflective, focused to evoke and explore understanding, and 
conducted so that all pupils have an opportunity to think and to 
express their ideas.” 

	 •	� “Feedback to any pupil should be about the particular qualities of 
his or her work, with advice on what he or she can do to improve, 
and should avoid comparison with other pupils.”

	 •	� “Feedback on tests, seatwork, and homework should give each pupil 
guidance on how to improve, and each pupil must be given help 
and an opportunity to work on the improvement.” 
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	 •	� “If formative assessment is to be productive, pupils should be 
trained in self-assessment so that they can understand the main 
purposes of their learning and thereby grasp what they need to do 
to achieve.” 

Notice where these recommended practices fall on the table in Figure 1— 
they are the cells labeled “assessment for learning.” Formative assessment is 
a powerful tool in the hands of both teachers and students, and the closer it 
is to everyday instruction, the stronger it is. Classroom assessment, sensitive 
to what teachers and students are doing daily, is most capable of providing 
the basis for understandable and accurate feedback about the learning, while 
there is still time to act on it. And it has the greatest capacity to develop 
students’ ability to monitor and adjust their own learning.

Formative assessment in teachers’ hands 

Many formative assessment strategies address the teacher’s information 
needs, helping to answer questions critical to good instruction:

	 •	 Who is and who is not understanding the lesson?
	 •	 What are this student’s strengths and needs?
	 •	 What misconceptions do I need to address?
	 •	 What feedback should I give students?
	 •	 What adjustments should I make to instruction?
	 •	 How should I group students?
	 •	 What differentiation do I need to prepare?

There is no doubt that, acting on good information during the course 
of instruction, teachers can increase what and how well students learn. 
Indeed, some of the significant achievement gains attributable to formative 
assessment are due to enhanced questioning and dialogue techniques.

Many strong programs and practices help teachers obtain, interpret, and 
act on student achievement information. However, if the discussion of 
formative assessment considers only teachers’ use of assessment information, 
one very important player is sitting on the sidelines, and it’s not the 
principal or the superintendent—we have benched the student.
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Formative assessment in students’ hands: Assessment for learning

Black and Wiliam’s10 research review showcases the student as decisionmaker. 
Many other prominent education experts have also described the benefits 
of student involvement in the assessment process. In an often-cited article 
describing how formative assessment improves achievement, D. Royce 
Sadler11 concludes that it hinges on developing students’ capacity to monitor 
the quality of their own work during production:

	� The indispensable conditions for improvement are that the student 
comes to hold a concept of quality roughly similar to that held by the 
teacher, is able to monitor continuously the quality of what is being 
produced during the act of production itself, and has a repertoire of 
alternative moves or strategies from which to draw at any given point.

Writing about formative assessment in the science classroom, Atkin, Black, 
and Coffey12 translate the conditions Sadler describes into three questions:

	 1.	� Where are you trying to go? (identify and communicate the 
learning and performance goals);

	 2.	� Where are you now? (assess, or help the student to self-assess, 
current levels of understanding); and

	 3.	� How can you get there? (help the student with strategies and skills 
to reach the goal). 

Sadler’s conditions as represented in these three questions frame what is 
called “assessment for learning”—a collection of formative assessment 
practices designed to meet students’ information needs, maximizing both 
motivation and achievement by involving students from the start in their 
own learning.13 Those practices, summarized below, illustrate how the 
formative assessment research recommendations play out in the hands of a 
knowledgeable classroom teacher.
	
Practices designed to answer the question, “Where am I going?”:

	 •	� Provide students with a clear and understandable vision of the 
learning target. Motivation and achievement both increase when 
instruction is guided by clearly defined targets. Activities that help 
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students answer the question, “What’s the learning?” set the stage 
for all further formative assessment actions.

	 •	� Use examples and models of strong and weak work. Carefully 
chosen examples of the range of quality can create and refine 
students’ understanding of the learning goal by helping students 
answer the questions, “What defines quality work?” and “What are 
some problems to avoid?”

Practices designed to answer the question, “Where am I now?”:

	 •	� Offer regular descriptive feedback. Effective feedback shows 
students where they are on their path to attaining the intended 
learning. It answers for students the questions, “What are my 
strengths?”; “What do I need to work on?”; and “Where did I go 
wrong and what can I do about it?”

	 •	� Teach students to self-assess and set goals. The information 
provided in effective feedback models the kind of evaluative 
thinking we want students to be able to do themselves. Teaching 
students to identify their strengths and weaknesses and to set goals 
for further learning prepares them to generate their own answers 
to the questions, “What am I good at?”; “What do I need to work 
on?”; and “What should I do next?”

Practices designed to answer the question, “How can I close the gap?”:

	 •	� Design lessons to focus on one learning target or aspect of quality 
at a time. When assessment information identifies a need, teachers 
can adjust instruction to target that need. They scaffold learning by 
narrowing the focus of a lesson to help students master a specific 
learning goal or to address specific misconceptions or problems.

	 •	� Teach students focused revision. When a concept, skill, or 
competence proves difficult for students, teachers can structure 
practice in smaller segments, and give them feedback on just the 
aspects they are practicing. This allows students to revise their initial 
work with a focus on a manageable number of learning targets or 
aspects of quality.
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	 •	� Engage students in self-reflection, and let them keep track of and 
share their learning. Long-term retention and motivation increase 
when students look back on their journey, reflecting on their 
learning and sharing their achievement with others.

	
The practices described above constitute actions that strengthen students’ 
sense of self-efficacy (belief that effort will lead to improvement), their 
motivation to try, and, ultimately, their achievement. 

Formative assessment and assessment for learning

Effective formative assessment, then, is comprised of both teacher and 
student actions. When teachers assess student learning for formative 
purposes, the intent is not to generate a final grade for the paper or the 
grade book. Rather, the assessment event serves as practice for students, 
developing and refining their mastery of the intended learning goals. 
Formative assessment that includes assessment for learning enhances 
achievement in two ways:

	 •	� teachers can adapt instruction on the basis of evidence, making 
changes that will benefit learning immediately; and

	 •	� students can use evidence of their current progress to actively 
manage and adjust their own learning.14

This is a use of assessment information that differs from the traditional 
practice of associating assessment with test, and test with grade. It is a broader 
vision of what assessment is and what it is capable of accomplishing.  
Taken together, these are the practices that research studies indicate will 
cause significant achievement gains, with the largest gains coming for the 
lowest achievers.

What Does Formative Assessment Measure?

Visualize a ladder with a state standard resting on top; those students who 
get to the top have mastered that standard. Formative assessment tells 
teacher and student where the student is on the ladder leading to the top at 
any point in time. With this information, they can team up to determine 
what comes next in that student’s learning. The rungs on the ladder 
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represent the daily targets of instruction, the foundations of knowledge, 
reasoning, performance skills, and product development capabilities that 
students must master as they ascend over time to academic competence as 
reflected in the standard at the top. Where students are in their learning 
changes day to day, and their current status is best captured through 
ongoing and accurate classroom assessment.

Implementing Effective Formative Assessment 

It is important to keep in mind that formative assessment is a human process 
that involves teachers and students generating information and acting on 
it to improve learning. Its effective use hinges on the assessment literacy 
of educators: classroom teachers must be able to select, modify, or create 
accurate assessments as needed during the course of instruction, adhering 
to standards of quality.15 The authors of this chapter, in collaboration 
with others, developed a set of five standards, called “Indicators of Sound 
Classroom Assessment Practice,” that describe what teachers need to know 
and be able to do with respect to classroom assessment. The first three 
standards ensure accuracy of the assessment information:

	 •	� Clear Purpose: Teachers must know how to use assessment 
processes and results to meet the information needs of all users.

	 •	� Clear Targets: Teachers must be able to establish clear learning 
targets for students.

	 •	 �Sound Design: Teachers must be able to translate learning targets 
into assessments that yield accurate results.

The last two standards ensure effective use of the assessment information:

	 •	 �Effective Communication: Teachers must manage assessment 
results well and communicate them effectively to all stakeholders.

	 •	� Student Involvement: Teachers must actively engage students 
in generating, interpreting, and acting on their own assessment 
information.
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Figure 2: Indicators of Sound Classroom Assessment Practice— 
What Teachers Need to Know and Be Able to Do

1) Clear Purpose 
Use assessment 
processes and 
results to meet 
information 
needs of all 
intended users.

•��Understand who the users of classroom information are and 
how to meet their information needs.

•��Understand the relationship between assessment and student 
motivation and craft assessment experiences to maximize 
student engagement.

•��Use classroom assessment processes and results formatively, 
to plan next steps in learning.

•��Use classroom assessment results summatively to 
communicate students’ levels of achievement at a point  
in time.

•��Know how to balance summative and formative uses of 
assessment information.

2) Clear Targets 
Establish clear 
and valued 
student learning 
targets.

•��Establish clear learning targets for students; know how to turn 
broad content standards into classroom-level targets.

•��Understand the types of learning targets students are  
to achieve.

•�Create a comprehensive plan over time for assessing learning 
targets formatively and summatively.

3) Sound Design 
Translate learning 
targets into 
assessments 
that yield 
accurate results.

•��Know what the four assessment methods are and when to  
use each.

•�Select, modify, or design assessments that serve  
different purposes.

•��Select, modify, or design assessments that reflect intended 
learning targets.

•��Write assessment questions of all types well.

•��Sample learning appropriately. 

•�Avoid sources of mismeasurement that bias results.

4) Effective 
Communication 
Manage 
assessment 
results well and 
communicate 
them effectively.

•��Record, summarize, and translate assessment information into 
a grade accurately.

•�Select the best reporting option for the context.

•�Interpret and use standardized test results correctly.

•��Communicate assessment information to students effectively.

•��Communicate assessment information to parents, colleagues, 
and other stakeholders effectively.

5) Student 
Involvement 
Engage students 
in generating, 
interpreting, and 
acting on their 
own assessment 
information.

•�Make learning targets clear to students.

•��Involve students in assessing and setting goals for their own 
next steps.

•��Involve students in tracking, reflecting on, and communicating 
about their learning.

Source: Adapted with permission from R. J. Stiggins, J. Arter, J. Chappuis, and S. Chappuis, 
Classroom Assessment for Student Learning: Doing It Right—Using It Well (Portland, OR: ETS 
Assessment Training Institute, 2004), p. 27.
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Knowledge of both assessment accuracy and effective use are necessary 
conditions to implementing formative assessment; if the assessment itself 
yields inaccurate information, no judgments or actions based on its results 
are likely to improve learning. Yet, up to this time, as a nation we have not 
invested in developing classroom assessment competencies. Few teachers are 
prepared to meet these standards of classroom assessment practice, because 
they have not been given the opportunity to do so. As a result, student 
progress is in jeopardy of daily mismeasurement, thus compromising 
instructional decisions students, teachers, and parents make on a regular 
basis—students’ understanding of their learning capabilities, teachers’ 
diagnoses of learning needs, and communication to parents and others 
about student progress. 

The educational leader’s role in the use of formative assessment

Leadership at the school and district level is crucial to the implementation 
of sound assessment practices. Building leaders’ essential role is comprised of 
four key actions: 

	 •	� monitoring assessment quality, including assessment for learning 
practices;

	 •	� facilitating department-wide and building-wide collaboration; 
	 •	 contributing to development of supportive school policies; and 
	 •	� ensuring professional development to strengthen classroom 

assessment expertise.

All those who supervise teachers can use the Indicators of Sound Classroom 
Assessment Practice formally through classroom observations and follow-
up conversations and informally through discussions to monitor teachers’ 
knowledge and use of high-quality assessment practices. If they are to 
provide meaningful feedback to teachers on these subjects, principals and 
other supervisors must be able to differentiate between sound and unsound 
practices, and must be committed to deepening their own learning if they 
are not masters of the indicators themselves. Principals can hold regularly 
scheduled faculty discussions of formative assessment actions to center 
collaborative action on using assessment in ways that impact learning 
beyond final report card grades and test data analysis.
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In addition, school leaders should be able to develop and implement school 
policies that contribute to sound assessment practice and also help achieve 
a balanced assessment system in the school and district. These include 
communication policies and practices regarding grading, reporting student 
progress, and communicating about the variety of school assessments and 
their relationship to improving curriculum and instruction. 

Leaders at the district level are responsible for creating balanced 
assessment systems, including provisions for the effective use of formative 
assessment. By developing comprehensive assessment plans that address 
the information needs of all users of assessment results, district leaders can 
lay the groundwork for quality at all levels. Along with aligning their local 
assessment system with the state assessment system, they can ensure that 
sound classroom assessment practices are considered integral to teaching 
well in their districts. They can also make the professional development 
needed to assess well at all levels of schooling a priority district-wide.

Leaders should also be able to plan for, pace, and facilitate or monitor the 
professional development teachers need to become knowledgeable about 
accurate and effective assessment practices. That responsibility leads directly 
into the challenges ahead.

Challenges to implementation

The most significant challenge is that of ensuring that educators are 
prepared to assess accurately and to use assessment to support learning. 
Unfortunately, few states explicitly include competence in assessment as 
a requirement to be licensed to teach. Teacher licensing examinations do 
not yet verify competence in classroom assessment. Building- and district-
level leaders lack the assessment competencies needed to build balanced, 
instructionally helpful local assessment systems. Assessment literacy training 
remains minimal in the majority of pre-service teacher and educational 
administration programs. 

Second, the universal lack of pre-service training is exacerbated by similar 
weaknesses in support for working educators: a focus on assessment 
competencies is not prominent among in-service professional development 
offerings. Increasingly, teachers do receive training on the interpretation and 
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use of data, particularly related to their district- and state-level assessments. 
But the attention needed at the classroom level is overshadowed by the 
need to succeed on accountability tests. However, some states (Vermont, 
Delaware, West Virginia, Ohio, Illinois, South Carolina, and Kentucky) 
and districts (Clark County SD, Naperville SD, Olentangy SD, and Poway 
SD) have initiated professional development in-service programs aimed at 
helping teachers improve classroom assessment.

As a result of inadequate pre-service and in-service training for teachers 
and leaders, the United States currently relies on a national faculty still 
largely untrained in the principles of sound classroom assessment. The 
result can be and often is unsound school- and district-level assessment 
policies, inappropriate evaluations of teachers’ assessment practices, a lack 
of resources for teachers to learn to assess productively, and poor advice to 
noneducation policymakers, such as school board members and legislators. 
What is perhaps most unfortunate about this is that it need not be this way: 
there are known strategies for raising the level of assessment literacy for 
K–12 teachers and prospective teachers—effective professional development 
resources and programs now exist that can help close that gap.

The third challenge is the tendency to bypass professional development 
in the area of classroom assessment altogether—to teacher-proof the 
assessment-related parts of instruction—by importing “formative” 
assessment instruments from outside the classroom. When the classroom 
teacher’s assessment responsibilities are circumvented, albeit unknowingly, it 
severely limits the student achievement gains attainable through developing 
teachers’ assessment literacy and knowledge of how to make assessment and 
instruction work together.

The fourth challenge lies in current national assessment policies 
characterized by the limiting belief that assessment’s sole purpose is to 
measure student performance, coupled with an assumption that improving 
the quality of annual summative tests will serve to improve schools. Sixty 
years and billions of dollars later, district, state, and national tests have not 
produced the magnitude of school improvement expected, especially for 
low-achieving students.
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This is because of the flaw in the theory. Annual summative tests may serve 
important and valued accountability purposes, but they are limited in their 
ability to inform instructional decisions. The power to impact the truly 
crucial decisions that affect teaching and learning resides with the other 
99.9 percent of the assessments that occur in a student’s academic career—
those conducted by teachers in classrooms on a daily basis. 

Improving the assessment practices in our classrooms and schools is hard 
work, particularly while large-scale accountability testing dominates 
assessment discussions. Until local, state, and federal policymakers better 
understand sound assessment practices and the limitations of large-scale 
assessment, and allocate resources to balance large-scale accountability 
testing with the effective use of high-quality interim and classroom 
assessments, the nation’s students will not achieve at high levels. 

Recommended Actions for Policymakers

The challenges faced in bringing better assessment practices to the classroom 
are ultimately an issue of balance: the nation’s education stakeholders need 
help in understanding and creating comprehensive, balanced assessment 
systems, as described in the opening of this chapter. 

Federal policymakers can help overcome the challenges described, thus 
assisting schools to move toward the effective use of formative assessment. 
This includes bringing national visibility to the importance of formative 
assessment practices in improving teaching and learning, and acknowledging 
that the use of such assessments is an expectation teachers and principals 
have not been adequately prepared to meet. Specific federal policy action 
could include

	 •	� supporting the implementation of balanced assessment systems and 
the improvement of both quality and effective use of classroom 
assessment;

	 •	� encouraging state efforts to improve pre-service policies that 
improve future teachers’ and school leaders’ assessment literacy; this 
issue is directly related to teacher quality, and if acted upon would 
make a contribution that so far has been largely absent;



74 MEANINGFUL MEASUREMENT

	 •	� requiring the use of federal professional development dollars 
to include activities designed to improve educators’ formative 
assessment practices; 

	 •	� calling for the allocation of other resources to prepare teachers 
and school leaders to use assessment in support of learning for all 
students; and

	 •	� supporting educational research that continues to inform what 
formative assessment practices contribute most to raising student 
achievement.

Education policy and practice at any level that leads to a steady diet 
of ready-made external tests will not bring about the gains in student 
achievement promised by formative assessment practices. Such external 
tests cannot substitute for the daily formative assessment practices that 
only assessment-literate educators are able to conduct. The greatest value in 
formative assessment lies in teachers and students making use of results to 
improve real-time teaching and learning at every turn. 

(Portions of this paper are adapted from S. Chappuis and J. Chappuis, 
“The Best Value in Formative Assessment,” Educational Leadership 65, no. 
4 [2007]: 14–19; and J. Chappuis, Seven Strategies of Assessment for Learning 
[Portland, OR: ETS Assessment Training Institute, 2009].)
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